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Belle jerked into a sitting position in the bed. Her chest heaved like she’d run a five-k marathon. The nightmare began to fade quickly, but she knew it would return. Hell, she had fewer nights without the horrid dreams than with them. You’d think she’d be used to waking up drenched in sweat with remnants of her past in various forms plaguing her.

“Fuck, how do I get off this spinning wheel?” She rolled her head from side to side, hating the throb pulsing at her temples.

Death. The one word she’d heard too many times to count ran through her head. However, if there was one thing she’d never do, it was to unalive herself.

Her fingers itched for the keyboard sitting across the room. When the world around her became a shitshow, Belle turned to things she could control. Her multitude of monitors would take her away from reality and keep her sane when everything else around her tended to spiral out of control.

Hacking was safer than getting lost in her head, and according to one of her MC sisters, it was safer than hopping on her bike and riding alone. It was also far safer than loving those who used that love against you, and better than remembering a past best left buried. What lay behind the monitors she commanded didn’t hit you. Those things couldn’t reach through and lock you in a room, or a dark and smelly basement for days, unless you did...she shut her mind off to the past.

Her solace—the place she’d found comfort that didn’t call her worthless beckoned.

She heaved a sigh and got to her feet, shivering slightly as the cool breeze from the fan wafted over her exposed flesh—another sign of her healing. For the past five years, she’d slowly begun peeling away layers of armor, starting with the fact that she no longer needed to be covered from neck to toe at all times. Now, she enjoyed wearing less clothing because she could without fear.

The only other times she’d found peace were when she rode with her sisters. The sound of the engines roaring along the highway as she followed Fenix and the other Harlots centered her, almost as much as her keyboard.

She brushed her long black hair back from her face, pulling the scrunchy from her wrist to pull it into a messy bun on top of her head.

An image of the President of the Royal Harlots popped into her head. Fenix, a little older than the rest of the ladies but a whole lot tougher than she looked, packed into a petite five-foot-two package of all feminine and grit, taught Belle to focus her anger on tasks she could control. Harlots didn’t run. They didn’t beg. And they sure as shit didn’t kneel. Belle had done way too much of all three in the first half of her life. She’d be damned if she allowed stupid dreams to make her do it again.

Of course, Belle knew that everyone had ghosts, even Fenix. Although her friend and leader didn’t talk about her past, Belle’s job and favorite pastime consisted of digging deep into cyberspace, finding things most couldn’t, and things many didn’t want you to. The dark web wasn’t a place one fucked around in. If you didn’t know how to navigate the spaces, you could end up paying a hefty price, more than most could afford to pay.

With a sigh, she stretched her arms above her head to work the kinks out of her body, knowing there wouldn’t be any more sleep for her. Not tonight. Insomnia truly sucked.

She looked out the window at the moon and the scattering of stars in the sky from her third-floor bedroom. The Harlots lived in a big Victorian house nestled on a few hundred acres of land outside of Holiday, Missouri. Fenix owned it long before the Harlots became what they are today, thanks to her ex-husband. Although the other woman doesn’t talk much about her own past, Belle sensed Fenix carried scars like the rest of them.

The Harlots had a system that helped fund the upkeep of the vast estate and the missions they completed. Each member had a job in addition to their role within the MC and paid their share toward the maintenance of the estate and its expenses. There was a joint account where the Treasurer handled the finances for household necessities. Belle didn’t ask about such things since there was always plenty of food and such in the house. A well-oiled machine or run house is how she’d call the Harlots. Aside from that, Belle had her account, should she decide to leave the Harlots. The thought nearly sent her into a full-blown panic. She had no family, no friends aside from the MC, and nowhere to go. Hell, even the ladies she rode with weren’t tied to her by anything.

She’d built a new life out here. Hell, she found Fenix and the ladies by hacking into the Harlots’ world like she’d cracked firewalls when she’d been a teen trying to escape her home that was more like Hell—fast, clean, and without permission. They didn’t ask questions. They gave her a family and a feeling of belonging that didn’t come with degrading herself. In return, Belle gave them digital dominance and airtight secrets.

Walking over to the large window overlooking the back of the property, she glanced outside. For as far as the eye could see, stars lit up the night. As she watched, a streak shot across the sky.

“A shooting star,” she whispered. If she’d been a child, she’d have closed her eyes and made a wish. Now, she kept her eyes open and watched until the flash of light disappeared.

From her view, she could see a flickering of light off in the distance. The Royal Bastards owned the neighboring property. Of course, neighbors might be a bit of a stretch. Hundreds of acres separated the men’s MC property from theirs.

Thinking of the other club brought up memories of one man—Bailer Owens, aka Flame. The man captured her attention from the moment she’d seen him across the dimly lit bar that the Royal Bastards owned. He always seemed to be glaring at everyone. Yet the moment their eyes locked, her breath stalled, and his lips tilted up in a cocky grin as if he’d read her thoughts.

She’d sworn off anyone who had an appendage that swung between their legs with twin ball sacks who thought they needed to protect the ole’ ladies.

Then Flame walked into her life like a match to gasoline, offering her help with knowledge and connections. Sure, she could secure her own, but fuck, nobody before him had held their hand out without expecting something in return. Well, she was sure he would accept compensation if she offered it freely.

“Stop thinking about sex and Flame,” she muttered under her breath.

She could tell herself to stop thinking about him but doing it proved harder. Every time she turned around, he seemed to be in the same place as her, or close by. Hell, she ought to give him a tracker and get it over with.

Letting out a frustrated breath, she turned from the window and went into the closet. Instead of diving into the world of code, she wanted to feel the wind. Fifteen minutes later, Belle eased her Harley down the long stretch of driveway, careful not to wake everyone blessed enough to be sleeping. When she hit the highway, she allowed the bike and herself the freedom to go fast and loud without worry.

Her eyes scanned the distance as she rode for miles and miles, taking the winding curves with ease. After about an hour and a half of riding, the small, secluded park she’d gone to on more than a dozen occasions came into view. Easing off the throttle, she pulled into the gravel lot and cut the engine.

“You’re out awfully late,” she said, not turning around.

The rumble of his bike had been behind her for the last several miles, probably more. He’d only let her see him as they’d gotten closer to the destination. Belle didn’t miss the way his loud pipes broke the cacophony of the night sounds she’d created with her bike. She always knew and recognized that particular sound. Hell, she admitted within the privacy of her mind that she could identify the rhythm of his engine like a familiar heartbeat. She shoved her hands into her pockets without looking at him.

“I’m early,” Flame replied. “You’re the one out riding alone pretending to be okay.”

She finally turned to find Flame standing beside his bike. The man made her mouth water even with a layer of dust on his boots. Moonlight painted his face in streaks of light and shadow, giving him a boyish appearance until he smiled. Holy shit, his grin did things to her no man had a right to do with just a tilt of his lips. He looked like trouble she’d never stop wanting.

“Why are you here, Flame?” Belle asked, voice low.

He shrugged. “Heard your name hit the wrong kind of circles. Someone’s digging. People from your past.”

Her chest tightened. “You shouldn’t be looking into things best left alone.”

“I’m not here to play white knight,” he said. “I’m the Sergeant-at-Arms of the Royal Bastards, Belle. I enforce peace with more than words. Many times it’s blood. I came tonight because if something’s coming for you, it could be coming for everyone under my protection. I don’t allow those I claim to be harmed or left behind.”

“I’m not yours, Flame. Besides, I’ve been left before by those who were supposed to love me unconditionally. What makes you any better than them?” she asked, blowing out a puff of air.

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. If you weren’t mine, I wouldn’t be here, and you wouldn’t allow me to be.” His eyes hardened. “Besides, before you came here, you weren’t being hunted because they already had you, which makes this completely different.”

Belle looked past him toward the stretch of endless desert. “They shouldn’t even know I’m alive.”

“Well, they do,” he said. “And if they find you, you won’t get the chance to run again.”

She clenched her fists. The wind howled around them, but it was nothing compared to the scream in her chest. She’d fought too hard for this life. For her freedom. For the girl who survived chains and silence and finally chose fire.

Flame stepped closer. “I don’t care what you think we are. I only know you, and I have unfinished business. I’ll burn the whole goddamn world down before I let anyone touch you again.”

Belle exhaled a shaky breath, eyes steady. “Then you’d better start pouring gasoline.”

Because the past was back.

And she was done being anyone’s pawn or prey.

Belle’s mind snapped back to a time when the world was full of false promises. Where the roar of engines and the scent of freedom—a time tainted with suffocation and twisted loyalties.

The basement was cold. Chilly concrete floors, dim yellow light hanging over a cracked table where she’d sit for hours. The smell of mildew, stale cigarettes, and the faint scent of blood never left.

She was only eight when it first started—the first time her mother’s boyfriend offered protection from the evil men in exchange for favors. Of course, the evil men who came and scared her, she’d learned, were actually the asshole’s friends. In her childish world, she’d had no way of knowing he’d orchestrated the pain and suffering she’d gone through to be her savior. Hank swooped in like an avenging angel, kicking ass and giving her a false sense of security, and then he’d whisper promises of protection in exchange for favors. His type of favors were to be kept a secret between the two of them.

Belle didn’t understand at first. How could she? At that age, she still believed in fairy tales—in the idea that people loved each other and that families were safe, that no one could take what was hers without permission.

But he took everything. Little by little, until she wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out. Belle learned how to survive, though. Her mother became complacent, allowing Hank to control every aspect of their lives.

Belle couldn’t hide the bruises or pretend the woman who birthed her didn’t know what went on inside their home. Questions like why Belle wasn’t allowed to sleep with pajamas on at night, or why she spent so much time in the basement, were left unasked. Little girls her age should’ve been in their beds with their favorite cartoon jammies on, but not her. If she dared slip beneath the sheets with anything covering her, Hank would rage.

And when she tried to fight back, he hurt her and then her mother. So, Belle learned early that protecting the ones you love came at a cost—a cost you couldn’t always calculate.

But Belle was smarter than they gave her credit for.

By the time she was fifteen, she’d already started breaking into systems, cracking passwords for fun, pretending to be someone else. It was her escape. A digital world where she could rewrite her own story. Hank the fucker didn’t understand how computers worked, or that he’d facilitated Belle’s escape plan by giving her access to the internet. Not that he could’ve stopped her if he’d tried, since her school gave everyone a computer. She pretended to have homework every night, when in reality she was working and learning things beyond what most people were aware of when using the internet. The school-issued computer stayed hidden inside her backpack, while a state-of-the-art one she’d scrimped and saved by wheeling and dealing gave her freedom. She wasn’t proud of the things she’d had to do, but it wasn’t like she hadn’t suffered worse at Hank’s hands.

“I’m not a whore, but I’ll do what I have to do to get the fuck out of here,” she muttered.

One night, while her mother slept off another round of whiskey mixed with her drug of choice and broken promises, Belle worked through the fog of exhaustion to hack into a secure database she’d been eyeing for weeks. It wasn’t the first time she’d done something like this—though this time, the stakes were different. She’d found information.

Information that could get them out.

With the flick of her fingers, she sent an encrypted file to a contact she’d made—someone who owed her a few favors. It was a list of names. Dangerous names. The kind of men who used people like her as disposable toys. Belle’s act of rebellion wasn’t just breaking into a secure system. It was setting a fire in a world that needed to burn. One name on that list made her gut clench. Hank. Sure, she’d known he was a sick fuck, but part of a larger group of sickos? God, she’d been a foolish child. And her mother? Surely she was clueless.

She shook her head, unable to wrap her mind around the truth as she worked to back out of the files without alerting anyone she’d been there. Her heart raced as sweat beaded on her brow. Looking around her room, she tried to see if she’d left any evidence of her search. Although Belle was almost positive she’d been careful not to leave any trace of her existence behind.

Alarm shot through her at the sound of Hank’s shout outside in the hall. She rushed to put the laptop into her backpack. Her hand shook, and if she were to look down, there wasn’t any doubt she’d see her chest moving where her heartbeat rattled so hard and fast beneath her thin tank top. From the sounds she could hear, Hank was both drunk and angry.

Doing her best to stay quiet, she eased the door open a fraction, nearly gasping at the sight of Hank holding a switchblade in one hand as he raged into his cellphone. He paced a few feet down the hallway, spun on his booted heels, then paced away, repeating the action over and over. She’d never seen him so agitated or angry.

Her mother opened their bedroom door, swaying slightly. “What the hell has your panties in a twist, baby?” she asked with a slur.

“You think you’re so smart?” he snarled, slamming her mother against the wall. She screamed as her head hit a picture of the three of them from years ago. The glass in the frame shattered from the impact.

“What the fuck, Hank?” her mother screamed.

“Did you think you were smarter than me? Tell me, did you honestly think I wouldn’t find out what you did?” he growled, holding her by the throat, shaking her like a rag doll before tossing her to the side.

Her mother fell to the floor as he released her, whimpering.

Hank shoved his cell phone into his pocket. A snarl ripped out of him as he lashed out with his boot. Her mother cried out and curled into a ball.

Belle had no choice but to ease back into her bedroom and gather what she could. The man was bigger, stronger, and had a deadly-looking knife. She had no weapon. Dammit.

She pulled her backpack over her shoulders, shoving some clothes inside and a few things she knew she’d need—everything else she could replace.

The yelling ceased from out in the hall. Belle took a deep breath and pulled open her door silently. Hank had made sure it didn’t make any noise throughout the years, which worked in her favor tonight.

“Mom!” she nearly shouted, her voice cracking with fear. “Get up, we’re leaving!” She shook her mother’s still form, noticing the blood dripping from the corner of her mom’s mouth. She checked her neck for a pulse. A sob threatened to break free as she felt nothing. She gave her mother’s shoulder a shake, wishing she’d open her eyes or move her arms to tell her to stop.

Her mother didn’t move. She couldn’t.

Belle knelt, needing to touch her mom one last time. While the woman had been a piss poor excuse of a mother for most of her life, she was all Belle had.

“I loved you, mama,” Belle whispered.

A familiar locket hung around her mother’s neck. Without stopping herself, she unhooked it and shoved the piece of jewelry in her pocket. With tears in her
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